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Are Facial Displays Social? Situational Influences in the
Attribution of Emotion to Facial Expressions
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Observers are remarkably consistent in attributing particular emotions to particular facial
expressions, at least in Western societies. Here, we suggest that this consistency is an
instance of the fundamental attribution error. We therefore hypothesized that a smail
variation in the procedure of the recognition study, which emphasizes situational
information, would change the participants’ attributions. In two studies, participants were
asked to judge whether a prototypical “emotional facial expression” was more plausibly
associated with a social-communicative situation (one involving communication to another
person) or with an equally emotional but nonsocial, situation. Participants were found
more likely to associate cach facial display with the social than with the nonsocial situation,
This result was found across all emotions presented (happiness, fear, disgust, anger, and
sadness) and for both Spanish and Canadian participants.
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La atribucién de emociones a determinadas expresiones faciales es un fenémeno
notablemente robusto, al menos en las sociedades occidentales. En este articulo
proponemos que la consistencia de dichas atribuciones es un caso de error fundamental
de atribucion. Si nuestra hipdtesis es correcta, pequenas variaciones en el procedimiento
de los estudios tipicos sobre reconocimiento de emociones (dando un mayor énfasis a
la informacién situacional) cambiardn de manera sustantiva la forma en la que los
perceptores atribuyen emociones a las expresiones faciales. Para comprobar dicha
hipotesis hemos llevado a cabo dos estudios en los gue los participantes deben decidir
si una expresién prototipica de emocién se asocia con una situacion social (Gue implica
comunicacion con otra persona) 0 ¢on una situacion emocional pero no social. Nuestros
sujetos asociaron la expresion facial con la situacidn social, en lugar de la no social. Los
resultados fueron los mismos para todas las emociones consideradas (alegria, miedo,
asco, enfado y tristeza) y tanto para sujetos espafoles como para los canadienses.
Palabras clave: expresion facial, reconocimiento de emociones, emocidn, expresion
emocional
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Are Facial Displays Social?

The phrase “facial expression of emotion” captures the
common-sense idea that certain facial movements are closely
tied with emotion, Influential theories in the psychology of
emotion maintain this tie by assuming that facial displays
are a spontaneous result of, part of, or precursor to the
occurrence of emotion {e.g., Buck, 1984; Ekman, 1972).
According to such views, human beings universally recognize
the emotion signalled by the facial display. (For a review
of some aiternative views, see Russell, Bachorowski, &
Fernidndez-Dols, in press).

Consensus on the “recognition” (attribution) of emotion
from a few facial expressions is well documented with
Western samples, but it is far from being as consistent and
extensive in non-Western, especially illiterate societies (see
Russell & Ferndndez-Dols, 1997). Figure 1 provides a
summary of relevant results from cross-cultural judgment
studies. The figures given are average “recognition scores”
(the percentage of participants who select the predicted
emotion) for six “basic expressions”™ (happiness, surprise,
anger, sadness, fear, and disgust). The first bar comes from
Western literate societies; the magnitude is impressive. The
second bar comes [rom non-Weslern literate societies; this
second score is reliably lower than the first but still high.
The third bar comes from more isolated, illiterate samples;
these participants attributed happiness to smiles but yielded
noticeably lower recognition scores with all other expressions

(Russell, 1994; see also Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).

Amaunt of *recognition”

Non-Western-Literate isolated-Hlliterate

Western-Literate

Figure 1. Average recognition scores for six facial expressions of
emotion (happiness, surprise, anger, sadness, fear, and disgust)
across Western literate, non-Western literate, and isolated illiterate
cultures. Recognition scores are proportional to the amount of
Western influence (adapted from Russell & Femindez-Dols, 1997).

In this article, we suggest that receivers’ remarkable
consistency when attributing a particular emaotion to a
particular expression is an example of the fundamental
attribution error: People, particularly those {rom Western
caltures, underestimate sitsational influences, while
inferring stable abilities, attitudes, and personality traits
that lead them to expect "consistency in behavior or
outcomes across widely disparate situations and contexts”
(Ross, 1977, p. 184).

Indeed the design of the recognition studies encourages
or presupposes the fundamental attribution error by
ignoring the context in which the facial display takes place.
Peopie guide their attributions about facial expression and
emotion by ideal, simplified, and consistent representations
of situations in which they lump together emotional
experience and facial behavior that actually happened at
different times (Fernandez-Dols, [999). For example,
affiliative smiling and happiness are usually observed in
the same interactive situations, which leads people to
believe that smiling is a sign of happiness across all kinds
of situations and contexts.

In the experiments reported here, we test whether people
are capable of differentiating the actual ymmediate experience
of emotion from the surrounding interaction.

When are Facial Displays Thought to Occur?

Fridlund {1994) suggested that the social motive, rather
than the emotion, elicited by the presence of another person
would be the most powerful determinant of the occurrence
of a facial display. In contrast, on the standard emotional
account of facial displays, the presence of another person
is secondary, in that it might, but need not, invoke a
“display rule” (Ekman, 1972; Klineberg, 1940), thereby
inhibiting, exaggerating, or masking the spontaneous facial
display.

A simple variation of the usual procedure in recognition
studies will allow us to test whether, when provided with
situational information, people link “expressions of emotion”
to the experience of emotion (“immediate experience”
condition) or rather to other processes such as the
communication of social motives.

Participants were shown two photographs of the same
person: one with a prototypical “emotional” expression and
one without (“neutral”). Participants were also given two
sentences, both expressing the corresponding emotion
content. In one sentence (nonsocial condifion), the
protagonist was thinking the sentence. In the other (the
social-communicative condition), the protagonist was
speaking the sentence, For instance, in one trial concerning
happiness, the facial expression was a smile and the
sentences concerned winning the lottery. In the nonsocial
condition, the protagonist thought, “We have won the prize!”
In the social condition, the protagonist spoke to someone,
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saying “John, we have won the prize!” The participant’s
task was to pair each situation with a photograph.

If the emotion-based account of facial displays is correct,
participants would consider two alternatives: {a) If the social
situation suggested a display rule, that is, the inhibition of
the expression, the participalm would associate the social
situation with the neutral face. The nonsocial situation would
then be paired with the intense, full expression; (b) If the
participant did not perceive any reason for inhibiting the
facial dispiay in the situation, then the choice would be
random. Qverall, then, 50% or fewer subjects would pair the
facial display with the social situation, 50% or more would
pair it with the nonsocial situation. On the other hand, if our
hypothesis is correct, participants’ choices should be ruled
by an opposite set of assumptions. Facial displays would be
judged as communicative behavior and most participants
would assoctate the facial display with the sociali situation.

Experiment 1
Method
Farticipants

Participants were 20 adults, of whom half were men,
half women, and all students of the University of British
Columbia (Canada). Participants were selected from the
volunteer list of first and second year psychology students,
and given credit toward their course marks.

You harmed our
son!

Social Condition

Facial expressions

There were 11 pairs of photographs. Each pair consisted
of the same actor with a neutral and with one prototypical
“expression of emotion.” There were two each of fear,
happiness, sadness, and disgust, and three of anger. One
expression of fear came from Camras’ collection (Camras,
Grow, & Ribordy, 1983), one of happiness from Russell’s
collection (Russell & Bullock, 1985), and the rest from
Ekman and Friesen’s set (Ekman & Friesen, 1976).

Sentences

There were 11 pairs of sentences (two each of fear,
happiness, sadness, and disgust, and three of anger), with
both sentences in each pair describing the same emotional
content. In one sentence, the person was thinking about the
situation (e.g., “So this means that this food is spoiled!™),
whereas in the other sentence, the person was speaking to
someone about it (e.g., “Look at this food. It’s spoiled!”).
To emphasize the difference between the two conditions,
we borrowed a convention from cartoons, as shown in Figure
2. The social/spoken versions of the 11 sentences are given
in Table 1.

It might be argued that even though the content of the
sentences was the same in the social and the nonsocial
situations, the social situations are inherently more emotional.
If so, participants here simply associated the facial displays
with the more intense emaotional experience. For some
sentences, the social version indeed might be sotnewhat more

Then, my own
husband harmed

sonl

Nonsocial Condition

Figure 2. Sentence pair offered to participants in Trial 3 (Anger), Study 1.

! Display rules allow not only inhibition but also masking or exaggeration. These possibilities were not considered to he among the

participants’ choices here,
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emotional; for instance, “You harmed our son!” implies direct
confrontation, whereas “Then, my own husband harmed my
son!” does not. Nevertheless, the opposite is probably the
case for other sentences. For instance, discovering that
someone is hidden in the kitchen or being followed by a
strange man would likely create more fear if alone.

Procedure

Subjects were tested individually. There were 11 trials.
Each triai concerned one emotion. The experimenter
presented the first pair of photographs and corresponding
pair of sentences. The participant was asked to pair faces
and sentences in the “more plausible” or “more natural™
way. The experimenter pointed out that one sentence was
thought, the other spoken, and that there were no right or
wrong answers. A separate random order of the 11 trials
was created for each participant.

Results

Table 1 shows the percentage of participants associating
the facial displays with the spoken sentence, that is, the social
situation. Overall, facial expression was associated with the
spoken sentence on 178 of the 220 trials (80.9%). For each
type of emotion, a majority of participants (from 75% to 92.5%)
placed the facial expression with the spoken version of the
sentence. A Wilcoxon signed ranks test, comparing the
magnitude and direction of the differences within pairs of
possible choices for the 11 trials (facial expression associated
with spoken sentence vs. neutral face associated with the spoken
sentence) was highly significant (z = 2.94, p < .003). Moreover,
every participant individually showed this pattern; across the
11 trials, the median number of spoken sentences associated
with emotion expression was 9, with a range of 6 to 11.

Experiment 2

Experiment 2 was a replication of Experiment 1 with a
different set of facial expressions (Matsumoto & Ekman, 1988)
and a sample that included Canadian and Spanish participants.

Method

The method was identical to that of Experiment 1, with
the following exceptions. Participants were 40 adults, 20
Spanish and 20 Canadian first- and second-year psychology
students, of whom haif were men, half women. There were
10 trials instead of 11, and the content of several of the
sentences was modified slightly, as shown in Table 2.
Photographs were of 10 different models (all Western and
female) taken from Matsumoto and Ekman (1988).

Results

Table 2 shows the percentage of participants associating
the facial display with the spoken sentence {social situation}.
Overall, the results were similar to those obtained in Study
1. Facial displays were associated with a social situation on
288 of the 400 trials (72%). For each type of emotion, a
majority of participants (from 62.5% to 86.2%) placed the
facial display with the spoken version of the sentence. A
Wilcoxon signed ranks test, comparing the magnitude and
direction of the differences within pairs of possible choices
for the 10 trials (facial expression associated with spoken
sentence vs. neutral face associated with the spoken sentence)
was highly significant (z = 2.66, p < .008, for the whole
sample; 7 = 2.68, p « .007, for the Canadian subsample;
and z = 2.43, p < 015, for the Spanish subsample). Over
the 10 trials, the median number of spoken sentences

Table 1

Percentage of Subjects Associating Facial Displays with a Spoken, Social Situation

Emotion Spoken Version of Sentence %

Happiness “John, we have won the prize!” 85
“John, our son will come back from the war tomorrow!” 85

Anger *You harmed our son!” 95
“Peter, you cheated me!” 60
“Lionel, you have made me miss the bus!” 80

Sadness “John, I miss my son so much!” 70
“Sweetheart, [ have not passed the exam!” 80

Fear “Please, help me! There is somebody hidden in my kitchen!” 90
“John. please help me! A strange man is following me!™ 95

Disgust “Look at this dead rat!” 65
“Look at this food, it’s spoiled!” 85

Note. Canadian sample, N = 20.
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Table 2

Percentage of Subjects Associating Facial Displays with a Spoken, Social Situation

Emotion Spoken Version of Sentence Spanish % Canadian %

Happiness “John, we have won the prize!” 100 85
“John, our brother will come back from the war tomorrow!” 85 75

Anger “You, my own hushand, are playing a trick on me!” 60 50
“Lionel, you have made me miss the bus!” 60 85

Sadness “John, [ miss my son so much!” 80 70
“Sweetheart, I have not passed the exam!” 40 60

Fear “Please, help me! There is somebody hidden in my kitchen!” 90 100
“John, please help me! A strange man is following me!” 65 75

Disgust “Look at this dead rat!” 65 60
“Look at this food, it’s spoiled!” 50 85

Nore. Spanish sample, NV = 20, Canadian sample, N = 20.

associated with facial displays was 7, with a range of 6 tol0 Conclusions

for the Canadians, and 6.5 for the Spaniards, with a range
of 3 to 10. All in all, nationality of participants did not
change the basic pattern of responses already described.

An alternative explanation to these results might be as
follows: (a) Participants paired the intense facial display
with the spoken sentence because the other possible pairing
(display plus thonght sentence) seemed somehow unnatural,
or (b} participants paired the neutral display with the thought
sentence because the combination of neutral expression with
the spoken sentence seemed somehow unnatural.

To explore these possibilities, a small study was
conducted. The 40 possibie combinations of each pair of
facial displays (neutral plus expressive) and the sentences
(thought plus spoken) used in Experiment 2 were formed,
Four groups of 10 combinations each were formed so as to
avoid repetitions of either facial display or sentence. Forty
participants were assigned to one of the four independent
groups. (Each group therefore judged 10 different
combinations.) For all comparisons of interest, the data were
therefore between-subjects. Their task consisted of judging
“how natural’” was each combination on a scale from 0
(maximally unnatural) to 10 {(maximally natural).

No combination of the facial display with the thought
sentence was considered significantly less natural than that
display with the spoken sentence. In three cases, however, the
combination of the neutral face with the spoken sentence was
considered significantly less natural than the combination of
the neutral face with the thought sentence: the first, fifth, and
sixth sentences (t =-2.28, p < 05; =239, p < 05; 1 = -3.24,
p < 01, respectively) listed in Table 2. The results of Experiment
2 were re-analyzed with these three sentences omitted. A
Wilcoxon signed ranks test, comparing the magnitude and
direction of the differences within pairs of possible judgments
for the seven trials (facial expression associated with spoken
sentence vs. neutral face associated with the spoken sentence)
was highly significant (z = 2.36, p < .018). Facial expression
was found to be associated with the social situation.

In the studies reported here, we have found that
participants were able to differentiate the actual immediate
experience of emotion from the surrounding interaction.
A simple manipulation, emphasizing situational information,
allowed us to show that people do not necessarily link
expressions of emotion to the experience of emotion
(immediate experience condition}, but rather to other
actions. The vsuval “recognition” studies do not take into
account these other actions (e.g., communicative actions).
Thus, subjects are forced into making raw, large-scale
correlations between facial behavior and emotion
(Fernindez-Dols, 1999).

Some additional evidence supports these findings.
Carroll and Russell (1996) carried out a study on
recognition of emotion in which they provided participants
with some situational information that allowed them to
explain the physical features of the prototypical
expressions of emotion (e.g., staring eyes, furrowed
eyebrows, lips pressed tightly together in anger) by
nonemotional actions included in the situation (e.g., a
person peering at a distant message and having difficulty
in making a decision about it). They found that people
judged facial expressions in terms of the situation instead
of the expected emotion, reversing the usual trend in
recognition studies. For example, what is usually labeled
an “expression of anger” became an “expression of
puzzlement” when it was displaying physical actions that
were plausible for nonemotional reasons in a given
context. People could “recognize” that a “universal
expression” 15 not necessarily related to an emotion, Some
salient situational hints helped them to overcome the bias
that usually leads them to “recognize” universal
expressions.

Therefore, our results encourage pursuit of the idea that
people “recognition” of emotion is an instance of attributional
EITOT.
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